During the last twenty years a remarkable transformation has unfolded regarding the way in which culture is understood by scholars and practitioners of development. As recently as the early 1990s, discussions tended to oscillate around three views: culture was either irrelevant to development (in the sense of being un-actionable by prevailing policy instruments or derivative of more fundamental underlying economic and political structures); a 'problem' to be overcome by the adoption -forcibly, if necessary -of modern technologies and sensibilities (i.e., culture was a key repository of debilitating vestiges of 'backward traditions'); or a reified behavioral phenomenon aggregating to shape the wealth and poverty of nations (e.g., claims about the collective virtues and vices of "Asian values" in explaining the rise of East Asia and the stagnation of India). These three views and their legacies have far from disappeared, but today social scientists from a range of disciplinary backgrounds are deploying approaches that are at once more theoretically nuanced, more empirically grounded, and (as it happens) more useful in terms of both understanding development processes and constructively contributing to development strategies. While there is hardly a new consensus, there is broad agreement that culture is more fruitfully understood as context-specific sources of identity, aspiration and meaning, and as repertoires (i.e., an array of normative behavioral and political 'tools') that members of particular groups deploy to construct, navigate and make sense of their world.
Much remains to be learned, but these advances in theory and practice with regard to understanding culture constitute one of the most tangible and fruitful areas of inquiry in contemporary development research. Indeed, as important as these changes have been the ways in which, and the many and diverse sources from which, they have emerged. This paper seeks to provide a general overview of these transformations, the evidence on which they rest, their broader implications for engaging with the politics of development, and for development policy and practice. It does so with a particular focus on 'ethnicity', an issue which resides at the intersection of culture, politics and development in both the popular and scholarly imagination, but which has also been at the epicenter of recent theoretical and empirical research documenting the conditions under which culture becomes politically salient, and is deployed as part of broader behavioral repertoires of identity and sense-making. As such, I argue that culture does not merely comprise yet another set of "variables" that "matter" and which thus need to be "taken into account" when seeking to better understand and respond to the idiosyncrasies of particular times, places and circumstances; rather, more powerfully, it refers to our ongoing, historically 2 contingent ways of making sense of the world, of discerning our place within it vis-à-vis other people and other groups, and of crafting specific strategies for survival and mobility. So understood, culture can be both an object of inquiry and an epistemological lens through which to examine some of the most important (but vexing) aspects of the human condition.
The paper is structured around four sections. Section I reviews the ways in which culture has been understood over the last sixty years (roughly corresponding to the period associated with the emergence of 'development' as a scholarly subject, global political project and professional field). Section II briefly surveys some of the most recent scholarship on culture as it pertains to politics and development, arguing that a qualitatively new approach is now gaining ascendance, with correspondingly significant implications for research and policy. Section III focuses on the subject of 'ethnicity', a long-standing and deeply contentious issue that demonstrates both the limitations of past approaches and the utility of emerging ones. Section IV concludes with a discussion of the implications of these analyses for development policy and practice, concluding with a call to appreciate the distinctive kinds of phenomena to which culture draws attention, and which careful cultural analysis can fruitfully illuminate.
I. Goodbye to All That? Three Traditions of Culture and Their Discontents
A discussion of recent contributions to the culture, politics and development literature is best understood by first considering three views that prevailed over the course of the late twentieth century, and how they rose to prominence and then (for the most part) declined (cf. Moore 1997).
As implied above, students of an earlier generation encountered rather contradictory views when pondering the relationship between culture and development. For many observers of development processes, and certainly for members of the dominant discipline in development (namely economics), culture -or, more accurately, "culture" -was at best epiphenomenal, a product of more fundamental underlying material or behavioral processes. Whether from the political left (Marxists focusing on class and inequality) or right (neoclassical researchers studying markets and market failures), economists could appreciate the existence of diverse tastes, preferences and aspirations around the world -made manifest in obviously different styles 3 of music, dress, food, language and religion -and yet regard them as being of little consequence in shaping more primal structural forces driving economic development; far more likely, they presumed, the causal arrow went in the opposite direction. Moreover, since any rendering of "culture" was inherently difficult to measure and model, and gave rise to responses that mapped awkwardly if at all onto policy instruments, it was readily consigned to the intellectual and status periphery; upon even hearing the word 'culture' in scholarly circles, economists were likely to join playwright Hanns Johst in "reaching for their gun." 2 Not all social scientists held such dismissive views, however. At the other end of the enthusiasm scale, culture came to prominence in two different strands of work in development, one focused on 'micro' issues -families and communities -and the other on more 'macro' concerns -broad changes within and between societies.
3 At the micro level, perhaps the most durable rendering of culture in the mid-twentieth century was the work of Oscar Lewis (1959) , whose detailed study of five marginalized communities in Mexico led him to argue that such communities were characterized by a "culture of poverty", namely self-reinforcing and multi- The more 'macro' wing of the "cultural explanations" school of political development emerged in the 1960s and 1970s as part of the broader corpus of influential ideas known as modernization theory, particularly as manifest in the classic work of Almond and Verba (1963) and Inkeles (1975 In this space, culture gained its policy salience because it was regarded as either a bellweather or laggard indicator: taking the pulse of a country's "cultural values" through large-scale surveys could provide a guide as to how far along the modernization track that country (and/or its various constituent social groups) had come, even as it was recognized that cultural change itself was likely to follow a "lumpy" trajectory, with 'beliefs' and 'attitudes' often out of sync with prevailing institutions or revealing potentially sharp divisions between groups (whether defined demographically or geographically) who were themselves at different points in their journey to modernity (e.g., with regards to views regarding the status of minority groups or women). From this perspective, the modernization process remains everywhere incomplete; wealthy countries, no less than developing countries, continue to wrestle with these dynamics, as unwittingly -on a catch-up process so durably successful that it positioned Britain to launch what we now call the Industrial Revolution. For a related argument by economic historians, see Greif and Iyigun (2013) .
the deep contention accompanying issues such as gay rights and immigration during national election campaigns amply demonstrates.
The most popular and widely cited 6 works of the "cultural explanations" school came at the end of the twentieth century. Explicitly invoking the mantle of Max Weber's classic thesis linking the Protestant ethic to the emergent "spirit" of capitalism in the aftermath of the Reformation, three books -Samuel Huntington's (1996) and dispositions residing at the national, even regional, level. In these works, culture was now elevated to the status of an independent actor (nee, a bona fide independent variable) shaping a country's, even an entire civilization's, development prospects. This simplistic thesis was eagerly embraced by populist pundits, who readily connected it to earlier claims about the role of "Asian values" in explaining the rise of the East Asian 'miracle' economies (the Republic of Korea;
Taiwan, China; Singapore) and laments that the "Hindu rate of growth" accounted for the (then) sluggish performance of India.
Echoes of all three of these perspectives endure 8 , but where once -whether by design or default -they constituted the epicenter of debate about the role of culture and development they now, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, seem far removed from it, at least in what currently constitutes the 'cutting edge' of scholarship on poverty, politics and development. It is perhaps too soon to offer a compelling explanation of how and why the influence of all three approaches receded and were replaced by a new one (see below), but at least two plausible factors can be cited. First, the earlier perspectives reflected the sensibilities of an age that has passed. Modernization theory, ostensibly a product of the Cold War but a descendent of ideas informing (and justifying) nineteenth and early twentieth century colonialism, long ago lost its scholarly traction; many now readily appreciate 'modernization' as an ongoing historical fact and process without necessarily buying into the singular ideological and teleological assumptions of modernization theory, and the policy imperatives to which it gave rise (Woolcock 2009 ).
Similarly, discussions about cross-national shifts in "values" and "beliefs", while notionally important to document, obscure the more vibrant and salient ways in which the politics of these dynamics play out across multiple sub-national units and between different social groups (themselves often a fluid category; see below). More practically, beyond a certain point reifying culture to the status of an independent variable at the national (or "civilizational") level proved to be neither intellectually interesting nor in any way useful for policy purposes (Rao and Walton 2004) ; at best it might generate an opening for a more serious conversation about culture, but at worst it could reinforce unhelpful stereotypes, undermine the space for agency (e.g., political leadership, civic deliberation, individual and collective choice) and for opportunities to identify how, where and by whom hybrid identities and institutions were being forged, as they have been in the past (see Bayly 2004 ).
The second factor shaping the demise of these older perspectives was the emergence of a serious rival grounded in a richer and more nuanced vein of theory and evidence. In the early 2000s, for whatever reason -perhaps because of their frustration with the prevailing tone and terms of debate -sociologists, historians, and anthropologists not only reengaged with culture and development, producing a string of insightful and compelling works, but also began actively contributing to policy deliberations. Equally importantly for development policy purposes, some economists also launched a minor revolution of their own, revisiting some of the first principles of their discipline (e.g., rationality, self-interest, utility maximization as human universals) via micro-behavioral experimental research in different contextual settings (Henreich et al 2004 being the most famous; see also Henreich at al 2011). It is to a discussion of this emerging literature that we now turn.
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II. Taking Context Seriously: Recent Interdisciplinary Contributions
Cultural anthropology has long sought to focus cultural analyses on the role of symbols and meaning, but it was the classic article of Swidler (1986) that both refined this approach and brought it into the mainstream of social and political theory, from whence it began to be fruitfully applied to poverty research and development policy in the 1990s. 9 Swidler's central argument was that "[c]ulture influences action not by providing the ultimate values toward which action is oriented, but by shaping a repertoire or 'tool kit' of habits, skills, and styles from which people construct 'strategies of action'" (p. 273); moreover, she sought to show that culture's causal role in shaping social life varied according to the extent to which a particular historical moment was culturally "settled" or in a period of flux. The notion of culture as a repertoire provided a novel analytical entry point for examining how social structures, group normsparticularly as it pertained to source of status, honor and meaning -and individual choices conjoined to generate patterns of behavior 10 , some of which were remarkably consistent across time and space and yet also often highly variable within demographic groups ('Asians', 'African Americans', 'Armenians') heretofore deemed to be the more 'natural' or 'primary' locus of cultural dispositions. Such groups may indeed be repositories of culture in the popular sense (Davis 2009 ), but the conceptual innovation pioneered by Swidler was to understand culture as a mechanisms-based phenomenon rooted in shared capacities to create and exchange symbols as part of broader processes of meaning, strategic behavior and inter/intra-group differentiation (Wadeen 2002) . Indeed, it can be argued that groups of any kind cannot act collectively unless and until such fundamental issues are resolved (see Gauri et al 2013) .
As we shall see below, an explosion of research on ethnicity -an issue made politically salient in the early 1990s with the end of communism and the descent of many post-socialist states into violence popularly construed to be grounded in and/or driven by long-standing 'ethnic' grievance -and communal conflict helped both to exemplify and consolidate this new approach to culture in mainstream social science. Beyond the research on ethnicity, however, a Steele and Aronson 1995) . In this research, two groups of randomly selected students from minority racial backgrounds are asked to perform a standardized test: one group is given no particular indication of what the test is for, while the other is told that it is a test of the intelligence of minority groups. In short, the only difference between the groups is that, in the latter, minority status is made public and thus politically salient. Students in the latter group, it turns out, typically perform worse on these tests than their identical peers in the 'non-salient' group, leading Steele to conclude that particular social markers matter, but only in social contexts where they are made to matter. Related research by economist Karla Hoff and her colleagues (see Hoff and Pandey 2006; Hoff et al 2011) find similar results on caste in India: young students asked to complete a simple maze perform poorly 11 Small, Harding and Lamont (2010) provide an excellent summary of this evolving literature. See also Rao (2008) on the role of 'symbolic public goods' such as community associations and norms of civic participation in India and Indonesia as important cultural expressions. 12 See Patterson (2006) for a discussion of the comparable historical and cultural processes shaping the behavior of young men in many poor African American communities in the US.
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(compared to an otherwise identical group) when asked merely to publically identify themselves to their peers before completing the test; stating their name conveys their caste status to the group and thereby renders it salient as a social marker, with the students from the lower castes proceeding to exhibit cognitive performance consistent with broader societal perceptions of their inferior social status.
The collective upshot of this research is deep confirmation of the interplay of macro, meso and micro processes in shaping individual and collective behavior, and in particular in highlighting the distinctive role that culture -as repertoires, narratives and symbolic toolsplays in connecting them. Far from celebrating or deploring 'culture' as a reified group characteristic, or dismissing it as an ethereal manifestation of more fundamental economic processes or interests, in this contemporary rendering culture is afforded a distinctive and central role in shaping the processes by which life is constructed, navigated and interpreted. It now draws its theoretical and empirical strength from across the social sciences, and while much remains to be learned and a shared consensus on all aspects (inherently) remains elusive, it is not unreasonable to assert that, over the last twenty five years, a veritable paradigm shift has taken place at the leading edge of research on culture, politics and development, and is now steadily consolidating itself as a fruitful basis for careful policy deliberations. Nowhere is this shift more evident that in the field of ethnicity.
III. Rethinking Culture, Politics and Development in Action: The Case of 'Ethnicity'
The role of ethnic diversity in understanding development outcomes (growth, poverty, inequality, effective governance, social cohesion) has a long but not always distinguished
history. An early (and now 'classic') paper by Easterly and Levine (1997), for example, has garnered over 3,500 citations in the scholarly literature, but the field as a whole -despite In methodological terms, 'constructivists' are more likely to regard ethnicity as a dependent (not independent) variable, i.e., a category that is a product of prevailing political processes rather than a determinant of them (see Jung 2008) . The important work of Nicholas Dirks (2001) , for example, on caste in India -popularly presumed to an enduring, immutable and defining feature of the sub-continent -shows that caste became politically salient in India only after the British began conducting national censuses which required respondents to be placed into fixed demographic categories (i.e., into "boxes", determined by the British themselves).
What had once been relatively fluid and politically neutral thereby became, through modern instruments of "population management", relatively fixed and, in turn, a basis for political mobilization (and, concomitantly, social exclusion). A related thesis is posed in Anthony Marx's (1998) comparative analysis of the political salience of being "black" in South Africa, the United States, and Brazil: he argues that the highly variable status of "blackness" as a basis for political mobilization in these three countries is a product of the nature and extent to which the state itself is (or became) a site of political contestation around race. 15 (Box 1 provides a simplified case study of these processes in Eastern Europe during the Soviet era.)
14 See Jha (2007) for a related historical argument on the propensity for communal violence in coasting trading ports in colonial India. A 'constructionist' approach to understanding ethnicity is not only a staple of contemporary Western (Anglophone) scholarship; according to Benovil (2012) it has also become a hallmark of the most recent Russian literature, which argues in the main that the "borders of communities and changing and flexible, which makes an ethnic community based on existing relations, not based on existing objective characteristics." Historically, however, Soviet literature adopted a strongly primordialist approach (Tishkov 1997) . The early Russian literature in particular often used the socio-biological term "ethnos" (which sought to classify ethnicities in ways analogous to zoological categories), though scholars today use it more to convey the sense that the bases of any given group's composition changes over time. 15 Mamood Mamdani (1996) makes a similar historical argument for the processes by which "subjects" became "citizens" in late colonial Africa, as does Weber (1976) for the processes by which "peasants" became unified into "Frenchman" in late nineteenth/early twentieth century France.
Box 1: State-making and ethnicity in Eastern Europe
It is a truism that, over the last twenty-five years, no region has experienced more tumultuous social, economic and political transformation that Eastern Europe and Central Asia. As has been the case with virtually every such transformation in earlier historical periods, and with the 'Arab Spring' today, the demise of the Soviet Union generated all manner of serious contention: it fundamentally altered, among many other things, relations between social groups (and with the state), expectations of job prospects and social security (health care, pensions, etc), and sources of authority, identity and power.
A distinctive feature of the post-Soviet experience was the political vacuum generated by the demise of a powerful central state, and the fact that that same state had itself, some seventy years earlier, in numerous instances created (by decree or brutal force) political entities -for the purposes of 'management' and control -where none had previously existed. the Turkmen were fragmented into genealogically defined groups that spoke different dialects, were often at war with each other, and were ruled by at least five different states. The Turkmen population, overwhelmingly illiterate, was scattered over a huge and largely inaccessible expanse of arid terrain. Although these Turkmen groups claimed a common ancestry, they possessed no clearly bounded territory, no common political institutions, no uniform language, and no mass culture of print and education -in short, none of the trappings of modern statehood.
Where some have seen the Soviet Union has the "breaker" of nations, Edgar (2004) persuasively argues that it was instead -or at least in the case of Turkmenistan and others -a "maker" of nations. In any event, the key issue for present purposes is understanding the conditions under which "states" were formed during, and reformed following, the Soviet experience; transitional contention that is too readily construed as "ethnic" in nature or origin must first of all be examined in its historical and political context.
Thus, rather than studying the demographics of difference, these researchers examine what might be called the dynamics of difference; the key empirical question then becomes identifying the conditions under which particular aspects of people's identities can be mobilized for large-scale collective action (whether for constructive or harmful purposes). 16 Where methodological problems (whether quantitative or qualitative) within the 'demographics' or 'dynamics' tradition are concerned with measurement, sampling and inference, the theoretical differences on which these distinctions rest are embedded within more durable and discrete disciplinary divisions -which is to say, within traditions that are only partially amenable to reconciliation by garnering more and better 'evidence'. It is very important to understand these theoretical foundations, however, not only because any methodological choice is inherently embedded (knowingly or unknowingly, explicitly or implicitly) within a theory but because the logic of these different theories gives rise to different diagnoses (of "the problem") and thus different policy prescriptions (proposed "solutions" Even if, as is most likely, these contrasting approaches are ultimately complements rather than substitutes, there is no disputing that, over the last twenty years, theories emanating from the (non-economic) social sciences connecting culture, politics and development have themselves attained a distinct identity and growing self-confidence; it remains to be seen whether they are able to secure comparable influence shaping popular sentiments and, more importantly, policy debates in countries where such debates are most consequential.
IV. Conclusion
The concept of culture is, and will forever be, contested, not only in the sense that it infamously has hundreds of different definitions (and counting), but that greater clarity will only emerge through deliberation rather than empirical refinement. But culture is no less important or useful for its necessarily contentious status; indeed, as with other "inherently contested concepts" (Galli 1956; Collier et al 2006) such as power and class, it does much of its intellectual work precisely through the quality of the deliberation it inspires. 19 Beyond definitional debates, any rendering must be understood in the context of a broader theory, and it is at this level that genuine innovations have transpired over the last two decades. As this paper has hopefully demonstrated, today's leading social and political theorists of culture and development represent a fourth 19 Woolcock (2010) makes a similar argument for understanding the debates accompanying 'social capital'.
distinctive perspective vis-à-vis their predecessors, one that seeks to provide an empirically grounded, mechanisms-based account of how symbols, frames and narratives are deployed as part of a broader repertoire of cultural 'tools' connecting structure and agency.
A central virtue of this approach is less the broad policy prescriptions to which it gives rise -indeed, to offer such prescriptions would be something of a contradiction in terms -than the emphasis it places on making intensive and extensive commitments to engaging with, if not always fully understanding, the idiosyncrasies of local contexts (Barron et al 2011) . Beyond familiar development bromides that "history and context matter", which are too often honored only in the breach, deep knowledge of contextual realities enables careful intra-country comparisons to be made, which can be a basis for identifying "positive outliers" -that is, places where vernacular solutions to otherwise divisive conflict has emerged. For example, if otherwise similar areas (demographically, economically, geographically) nonetheless have significantly different levels of 'ethnic conflict', it would surely be good to know how it is that residents of the 'low conflict' communities have managed to attain and sustain this welcome outcomes.
Moreover, identifying and disseminating successful indigenous responses -as opposed to advocating the adoption of "best practice solutions" as determined by external "experts" -can imbue them with a powerful source of legitimacy. Forging detailed scholarly and experiential knowledge of local contexts is also important for discerning the generalizability (or 'external validity') of claims regarding the efficacy of policy interventions, especially those overtly engaging with 'social', 'legal' and 'cultural' issues in the least developed countries (see Woolcock 2013) .
Whether in the domains of theory, research, policy or practice, important advances have been made in recent years in our understanding of how culture, politics and development interact. It is to be hoped that these gains will be consolidated, refined and enhanced in the years to come, on the basis of an ever-widening array of contributors. Finally, it bears repeating that culture is not merely an object of analysis, around which the contentious debates accompanying its definitions and metrics will eventually yield in the face of more brain power, expanded research budgets or larger data sets; culture is one of the defining features of what it means to be human, and as such central aspects of it must remain not only "inherently contentious" but
